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The Genus Bacillus

The organisms which belong to the group of aerobic, spore-
bearing bacilli are cylindrical, usually flagellated, grow in chains,
and produce large, irregular colonies on solid media. Practically
all of the species liquefy gelatin. Only one species, Bacillus
anthracis, is pathogenic.
The aerobic bacilli are probably the most common type of
microorganism in existence. They are found in the soil and on
decaying vegetation where they are most active in bringing about
the decomposition of organic substances, particularly those changes
grouped together under the term ammonification. They are, there-
fore, of great importance in the maintenance of soil fertility. Be-
cause of the resistance of the spores to high temperatures and
desiccation, these organisms are among those which most frequently
contaminate culture media in the laboratory.
The various species are differentiated from each other by the
size, shape, and position of the spores, the tendency to chain forma-
tion, motility, by differences in cultural and physiologic charac-
teristics, and in pathogenicity. Bacillus anihrads can be separated,
with certainty, from some of the common saprophytic soil species
only by animal inoculation, by physiologic and serologic tests, or by
careful observation of colony characteristics.
While it is true that the only definite pathogenic species is
Bacillus anthracis, there are a few other species which have been
known to produce pathologic conditions. Bacillus subtilis may cause
iridocyclitis and panophthalmitis, and has been known to produce
a fatal septicemia. It has been isolated in pure culture from liver and
mandibular abscesses in cattle and sheep. Bacillus megatherium is
capable of producing death in guinea pigs by virtue of a potent hemo-
lysin which it liberates. Pseudoanthrax bacilli which are able to kill
mice and guinea pigs, when used in large doses, also have been
described. The exact identity of such bacilli is unknown, but many
of these bacteria are confused with the anthrax bacillus. Topley and
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